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Abstract 
The objective of the study was to profile and compare the perceived communication skills of persons with sensory impairment 
according to employment status. A total of 456 persons with sensory impairment (272 hearing impaired; 184 visual impaired) 
have participated in this study. The sample was made up of both employed and unemployed respondents. Respondents were 
required to self-assess their competency in communication skills. The results show that the ratings of communication skills by the 
employed respondents were significantly higher than their unemployed counterparts, despite the type of sensory impairment. The 
significant educational implications of the findings were discussed in this paper.                                                                
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction  
Employment continues to be an elusive goal for many persons with sensory impairment (Allen & Sligar, 1993; 
Rosengreen, Saladin, & Hansmann, 2009; „Bleak Future for Blind Masseurs‟, 2004). Despite considerable 
improvement in access to education, training, and rehabilitation program for persons with disabilities, the 
employment outcome of persons with sensory impairment has not been significantly improved (Rosengreen, 
Saladin, & Hansmann, 2009; American Foundation for Blind, 2011). The lack of social and communication skills 
among persons with sensory impairment could be one of the major problems or impediments during their job search, 
job training, and employment phases (Veenendal, 2008).  
 
Communication skills such as reading, writing, and speaking skills are crucial to access information regarding job 
vacancies, stay abreast with the employment market demands and trends in the industry, prepare documents related 
to job application such as resume, and to be able to communicate with potential employers as well as community at 
large. This paper reports the perceived reading, writing, and speaking skills in both Bahasa Malaysia and English, 
among persons with hearing impairment and persons with visual impairment. An understanding of such issues will 
point out where the emphasis in training for employment should be for these two groups of people. 
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2. Research objectives 
(a) To  profile and compare the perceived communication skills (reading, writing and speaking skills) of 
person with hearing impairment by employment status 
 
(b)  To profile and compare the perceived communication skills (reading, writing and speaking skills) of 
person with visual impairment by employment status 
 
3. Research methodology 
This study employed a questionnaire survey approach to gather the required data. A total of 456 respondents with 
sensory impairment were sampled. Out of this number, 272 respondents have hearing impairment  (employed=152; 
unemployed=120) and 184 have visual impairment (employed=99; unemployed=85). Items on communication skills 
were adapted from the Communication Subscale taken from the Employability Self-Assessment Scale (ESAS)(Ng, 
See, & Tan, 2008). It is a five point-likert scale, whereby responses range from (1) very weak to (5) very good. An 
example of the items is, “Indicate your speaking skills in Malay language”. Alternative items were developed to 
meet the specific needs of the respondents who have different type of sensory impairment.  There were seven items 
for respondents with hearing impairment and six items for respondents with visual impairment. Additional item was 
formulated for persons with hearing impairment because speaking skills were substituted with competency to 
communicate using sign languages, namely, the Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM), Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia 
(BIM) and American Sign Language (ASL).  
 
In view that the respondents with visual impairment can be divided into two categories; blind and visually impaired 
respondents, the items on reading and writing skills were adapted accordingly. The reading and writing skills for 
respondents who are blind refer to competency in braille reading and writing while for respondents with low vision 
it refers to competency in reading large print materials and writing or typing.The rest of the items on communication 
skills were similar for respondents with hearing impairment and visual impairment. 
 
 
4.  Findings and Discussion  
 
4.1. Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Hearing Impairment 
 
Table 1 shows that majority of the hearing impaired respondents have rated their reading skills as moderate. 
Nevertheless, a higher percentage of the employed respondents considered their reading skills in the two languages 
as good. In terms of writing skills, the employed respondents perceived their writing skills in English and Malay 
languages more positively than the unemployed respondents. In line with these findings, most of the unemployed 
respondents have rated their writing skills as weak and very weak. In terms of sign language skills, the employed 
respondents' ratings for Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia (BIM), Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM) and American Sign 
Languages (ASL) sign languages were more positive than their unemployed counterparts. 
 
Table 1: Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Hearing Impairment by Employment Status 
 
$Communication Skills  Perceived Competency in Communication Skills Mean 
Very Weak Weak Moderate Good Very Good  
Reading in Malay  f % f % f % f % f % 
Employed 8 5.30 22 14.70 77 51.30 36 23.70 7 4.60 3.08 
Unemployed 15 12.50 18 15.00 57 47.50 27 22.50 3 2.50 2.88 
Reading in English   
Employed 25 17.10 43 29.50 54 37.00 23 15.80 1 0.70 2.53 
Unemployed 24 22.20 54 50.00 12 11.10 12 11.10 6 5.60 2.28 
Writing in Malay 
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Employed 15 10.10 23 15.5 75 50.70 28 18.90 7 4.70 2.93 
Unemployed 15 12.50 21 17.50 60 50.00 21 17.50 3 2.50 2.80 
Writing in English   
Employed 25 17.20 54 35.50 48 31.60 17 11.20 1 4.50 2.41 
Unemployed 27 25.70 48 45.70 15 14.30 12 11.40 3 2.90 2.20 
Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM) 
Employed 19 14.40 34 25.80 52 39.40 22 16.70 5 3.80 2.70 
Unemployed 34 28.80 32 27.10 31 26.30 15 12.70 6 5.10 2.38 
Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia (BIM) 
Employed 5 3.80 10 7.60 50 38.20 51 38.90 15 11.50 3.47 
Unemployed 34 28.80 32 27.10 31 26.30 15 12.70 6 5.10 2.38 
American Sign Language (ASL) 
Employed 30 25.20 29 24.40 35 29.40 19 16.00 6 5.00 2.51 
Unemployed  49 41.50 24 20.30 21 17.80 18 15.30 6 5.10 2.22 
Note:  The Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM) or Manually Coded Malay Sign Language is the only form of sign language recognized by the Malaysian 
government as the language of communication for the hearing impaired community while the Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia (BIM) or Malaysian Sign Language is a non-
standardized everyday use sign language for the hearing impaired community and the American Sign Language (ASL) refers to the standardized sign language in 
English. 
 
 
Overall, the employed respondents' rating of reading (t=1.95, p<.0.05) and writing skills (t=2.15, p<0.05) in English 
language as well as their KTBM (t=2.25, p<0.05) and BIM (t=4.50, P<0.05) sign language skills were significantly 
higher than their unemployed respondents (Table 2). The graphical comparison of the overall communication skills 
of respondents with hearing impairment is showed in Figure 1. 
 
Table 2:  Overall Communication Skills of Persons with Hearing Impairment by Employment Status 
 
Communication Skills Employed Unemployed Mean  
Difference 
t Sig. 
Item Mean S.D Mean S.D 
1 Reading skills in Malay 3.08 0.89 2.88 0.98 0.80 1.79 0.07 
2 Reading skills in English 2.53 0.98 2.28 1.10 0.25 1.95 0.05* 
3 Writing skills in Malay 2.93 0.97 2.80 0.96 0.13 1.06 0.29 
4 Writing skills in English 2.41 0.93 2.14 1.09 0.28 2.15 0.03* 
5 Kod Tangan Bahasa Malaysia (KTBM) Skills 2.70 1.03 2.38 1.18 0.52 2.25 0.02* 
6 Bahasa Isyarat Malaysia (BIM) Skills 3.47 0.93 2.83 1.28 0.64 4.50 0.00* 
7 American Sign Language (ASL) Skills 2.51 1.18 2.22 1.28 0.29 1.83 0.68 
 
Note:   *p <0.05 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        Figure 1: Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Hearing Impairment by Employment Status 
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4.2    Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Visual Impairment 
Table 3 shows that regardless of employment status, majority of the visually impaired respondents have rated their 
reading skills for Malay language as good. The ratings were better than those obtained for English language. In 
terms of writing skills, more than half of the employed respondents perceived their writing skills in Malay language 
as good while about one third considered their writing skills in English language as good. Similar pattern was 
observed for the unemployed respondents. In terms of speaking skills, the ratings of the employed respondents on 
both Malay and English languages were higher than their unemployed counterparts. Nevertheless, both groups have 
rated their speaking skills in English language less positively. In fact, more than 40% of the unemployed 
respondents considered their speaking skills in English language as very week (27.10%) and week (21.20%). 
 
Table 3: Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Visual Impairment by Employment Status 
 
Communication Skills  Perceived Competency in Communication Skills Mean  
Very Weak Weak Moderate Good Very Good  
Reading in Malay (Braille/Large Print) f % f % f % f % f % 
Employed 9 9.10 9 9.10 12 12.10 52 52.50 17 17.20 3.60 
Unemployed 3 3.50 12 14.10 28 32.90 37 43.50 5 5.90 3.34 
Reading in English (Braille/Large Print) 
Employed 12 12.20 16 16.30 34 34.70 33 33.70 3 3.10 2.99 
Unemployed 19 22.40 23 27.10 19 22.40 21 24.70 3 3.50 2.60 
Writing in Malay (Braille/Write) 
Employed 8 8.20 10 10.40 12 12.40 54 55.70 13 13.40 3.56 
Unemployed 5 5.90 11 12.90 28 32.90 36 42.50 5 5.90 3.29 
Writing in English  (Braille/Write) 
Employed 11 11.10 16 16.20 35 35.40 36 36.40 - - 2.98 
Unemployed 19 22.40 23 27.10 19 22.40 22 25.90 2 2.40 2.59 
Speaking in Malay 
Employed - - 1 1.00 12 12.20 66 67.30 19 19.40 4.05 
Unemployed - - 4 4.70 15 17.60 61 71.80 5 5.90 3.79 
Speaking in English 
Employed 6 6.10 14 14.30 39 39.80 35 35.70 4 4.10 3.17 
Unemployed 23 27.10 18 21.20 15 17.60 25 29.40 4 4.70 2.64 
 
The t-test analysis show that the employed respondents have significantly higher braille reading (t=2.34, p< 0.05) 
and writing skills (t=2.44, p< 0.05) in English language as well as speaking skills in both Malay (t=2.91, p< 0.05) 
and English languages (t=3.25, p<0.05)(Table 4). The graphical comparison is showed in Figure 2. 
 
 
Table 4:  Overall Communication Skills of Persons with Visual Impairment by Employment Status 
 
Communication Skills Employed Unemployed Mean 
Difference 
t Sig. 
Item Mean S.D Mean S.D 
1 Reading skills in Malay 3.60 1.15 3.34 0.92 0.26 1.64 0.10 
2 Reading skills in English 2.99 1.06 2.60 1.19 0.39 2.34 0.02* 
3 Writing skills in Malay 3.56 1.11 3.29 0.97 0.27 1.68 0.09 
4 Writing skills in English 2.98 1.00 2.59 1.17 0.39 2.44 0.01* 
5 Speaking Skills in Malay 4.05 0.69 3.79 0.62 0.26 2.91 0.00* 
6 Speaking skills in English 3.17 0.94 2.64 1.29 0.53 3.25 0.00* 
 
 
*P <0.05 
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Figure 2: Perceived Communication Skills of Persons with Visual Impairment by Employment Status 
 
 
5. Conclusion  
 
This study found that communication skills amongst persons with sensory impairment vary according to 
employment status.  In general, both persons with hearing and visual impairment who are employed have rated their 
communication skills more positively than their unemployed counterparts. Findings on persons with hearing 
impairment suggest that those who are employed have significantly higher reading and writing skills in English as 
well as in sign language skills (e.g., KTBM and BIM skills). Since persons with hearing impairments have limitation 
in receiving auditory information, reading and writing skills are crucial for them to communicate and stay intact 
with the mass community. With greater proficiency in writing skills, they will be able to establish better networking 
with the disabled and non-disabled members in the community particularly through social media (e.g., twitter, 
facebook, blog), emails, and text messaging (Tollefsen, Dale, Berg, & Nordby, 2011).In addition, the ability to read 
and write efficiently in English also enable persons with hearing impairment to have wider access to employment 
information available on the Internet and news papers, stay abreast with the work force demands and employment 
trends in the industry and prepare documents related to job application such as resume. According to Holcomb and 
Peyton (1992) without literacy skills, persons with hearing impairment are likely to perform poorly on work-related 
reading and writing tasks and are confined to low-level jobs.  The results of this study found that persons with 
hearing impairment who are employed may be more competent in both standardized (e.g., KTBM) and non-
standardized (e.g., BIM) versions of sign languages which allow them to establish networking with all levels of 
hearing impaired community, which could be an added advantage in finding employment. 
 
Findings on persons with visual impairments revealed similar patterns. The employed respondents‟ ratings were 
more positive than the unemployed group in  English language reading and writing skills as well as speaking skills 
for both Malay and English languages. Such findings suggest that communication skills may be a crucial factor in 
enhancing the employability of persons with visual impairment. Through advancement in assistive technology, 
persons with visual impairment can now access information available on the Internet, word processors, spreadsheets 
and databases. They can also convey their thoughts using the braille writer, embosser and portable note takers and so 
on (National Council for the Blind, 2011). In other words, assistive technology is available to help them gain access 
into a wide range of job applications and education information, reach out to potential employers and engage in the 
community at large provided that they have adequate communication skills. 
 
The findings suggest that educational programs and trainings should focus on communications skills as these skills  
may enhance the employability of persons with sensory employment. Better communication skills will enable 
persons with sensory impairment to have better access to information and networking amongst the disability 
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community and also have greater capacity to do well academically. However, to communicate with employers and 
colleagues during the working settings, accommodation such as assistive technology and social supported are still 
required (Abdullah, See, & Tan, 2011). 
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